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Secret spaces: 
Creating an aesthetic of imaginative play in Australian picture books 
Kerry Mallan 
 
The cubby hole wasn’t exactly a secret, or not from your parents, but it certainly  
 wasn’t an open statement either (Wrightson 112). 
 
It would seem, at least to the adult mind, that childhood is a time of secrets. Children’s 
secrets are not necessarily the kind that adults harbor. A particular kind of childhood secret 
involves those ubiquitous private places that Patricia Wrightson recalls in the above 
epigraph: places in which to hide, bury treasure, engage in storytelling and imaginative play. 
There are also other secluded places that offer spaces for quiet reflection, a social space for 
meeting with friends, or a refuge and shelter from the pressures of life. Cubby holes, 
treehouses, tunnels, caves, hideouts, even wardrobes are the kinds of secret spaces children 
seek or create. Other seemingly ordinary objects contain secret compartments – a box with a 
false bottom, a chest with a secret drawer. Or, they may provide the means for making a 
hiding place – the cave-like enclosure created by a blanket strung between trees or flung over 
a table, the dark space under a bed, a cool underworld that beckons from under a house 
perched on high stumps. 
 
According to Van Manen and Levering (3), “the experience of privacy and secrecy” is not a 
feature that is peculiar to a particular culture or region, but a phenomenon of childhood. 
However, culture and region invariably shape these experiences and when they are 
represented in artistic form and located in a particular landscape then culture mediates the 
viewer’s response. Therefore, issues of identity, orientation and aesthetic response are 
interwoven in viewing picture books of a particular childhood experience by illustrators from 
the same country. Yet, there is a paradox. On the one hand, it is in the very elementary 
conception of space as the distinction between “I” and “the world” that illustrations of 
children’s secret/private spaces in an Australian setting acquire a particular cultural and 
environmental significance. On the other hand, the substance of the represented experiences 
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echoes a familiarity across a globalize childhood which is aligned with Van Manen and 
Levering’s comment. It is the illustrated representations of children’s imaginative 
engagements with the physical world producing different “secret” spaces by a selection of 
Australian illustrators that is the concern of this paper. 
 
The Australian backyard: a space away from the adult gaze? 
 
In many Australian picture books, the suburban backyard is the setting for children’s 
imaginative play. It provides a particular kind of play space that suggests a degree of 
independence, retreat, and ownership, with a limitless potential for make-believe. Though it 
is located within the domestic domain and its perimeters are often bounded by a fence, the 
backyard still offers a space for freedom of movement and covert play that is not always 
possible within the confines of the family home. The suburban Australian backyard tends to 
comprise a single detached house on approximately a quarter-acre block, and as Seddon 
notes, “The suburban Australian backyard had no equivalent in any Italian city, or inner 
London or Dublin or New York or Tokyo, nor does it today. They never had the space.…” 
(155).  It is this luxury of space and a feeling of spaciousness that incite images of idyllic 
backyard wonderlands, which are represented in some Australian picture books (see Drac 
and the Gremlin by Allan Baillie & Jane Tanner, 1988; The Tree Witches by Turner, 1983).  
 
In some ways, the backyard ideal operates as a transition from “the bush” of the Australian 
outback, a vast space of untamed wilderness, to the domesticated, safe, cultivated space of 
the (sub)urban landscape. However, the “backyard” in many more affluent suburbs in 
Australia has undergone a transformation to what Seddon refers to as a “back garden” 
whereby the once child-dominated play space now is a compromised space for recreation 
between adults and children, with different “schemas for social organization” (Stephens 
1994a, 159) and display. These transformed, landscaped back gardens may comprise 
aesthetically pleasing features such as ornamental fish ponds, rock gardens, adult-designed 
and assembled prefabricated forts and Wendy houses, and outdoor entertainment settings 
(barbecues, swimming pools, pergolas). Seddon sees this change in function and appearance 
of the backyard to a display or entertainment space as adding “a public function to its private 
one, and thus acquir[ing] a characteristic of the front garden” which was traditionally the 
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formal, public face of the domestic setting (160). Stephens’ perception that, “The vast 
majority of landscapes in Australian picture books are cultivated or ‘built” rather than 
‘natural’” (1994a, 159) equally applies to the transition in some urban settings from semi-
natural suburban backyards to cultivated and adult-designed back gardens. While not all 
Australian backyards reflect this trend (which is bolstered by gardening shows on television 
dispensing advice on plants, landscaping, and garden features) the pervading “passion for 
neatness” (Seddon 161) is one which Seddon sees as being not peculiar to Australia, but 
evident in parts of England, Canada, and the United States. The “face lift” of the suburban 
setting is more than a cosmetic change as it impacts on the ways children are able to interact 
with their immediate environment. However, the majority of picture books that feature 
suburban backyards still tend to offer images of a child-centered and a child-dominated 
environment. The vestiges of an adult presence are often visible in the form of vegetable 
patches, garden sheds, clothes lines, or garages, but these are marginal not dominating 
features.  
 
Another factor that impacts on (or competes with) children’s use of exterior space is the lure 
of indoor entertainment – television, video, computer, and play stations. The attraction of a 
range of electronic play spaces within the domestic home is a fairly recent feature of western 
capitalist societies and is one which works against the romanticizing images of 
unencumbered and exploratory play outside of the domestic interiors. This interior play space 
has potential for a different kind of imaginative play, which brings its own rewards and 
opportunities away from parental supervision and prohibition, but is the subject of another 
paper. 
 
As the discussion to this point has implied, the popular (meta)discourse of childhood is one, 
which invites a differentiation between children and adults. It also implies a distinction 
between children and youth (adolescents and teenagers). These oppositional pairings define 
one category in terms of its relation to its Other. It also serves to rationalize the power 
differential that separates according to age and a sense of superior knowledge, skill, and 
experience. An example of this form of differentiation is seen in the ways children’s play 
resources have become a booming economic enterprise. Prefabricated cubby houses, forts, 
and treehouses demonstrate the superiority of the adult craftsperson (and modern technology) 
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over the amateur efforts of the child designer and builder. Historically, and in the larger 
scheme of life, children have lacked the resources to make dominant marks on the landscape 
and have been linked to the “inferior” location of interior/local/emotion rather than the 
“superior” realm of exterior/distance/intellect (Boys 188). Therefore, children’s desire to find 
a space where they can develop an independent identity (albeit temporarily) is behind the 
need for their creating and seeking out of a private and secret space: a space where they can 
create their own “boundaries, rules, aesthetic” (Price 248). In a similar way, youth are also 
marginalized in terms of the opportunities for them “to create and transform landscapes” 
(Leary 159). Though they may no longer enjoy the same secret spaces of their childhood, 
they nevertheless continue to desire secrecy in terms of places of special significance, places 
of adventure and exploration, and as sites of resistance against adult authority and control. 
 
Despite their marginalized status, children and youth are able to create their own meanings 
on existing landscapes and add their mark by inscribing their own identity and presence. The 
use of tagging and graffiti by youth groups is one way in which the landscape is visually 
inscribed and territorialized. In a related way, children also inscribe the physical geography 
of their environment through their material constructions of play spaces; these spaces are 
likely to be ephemeral or temporary rather than lasting impressions or markers. Another 
strategy used by children and youth to construct their own space in the landscape is to 
appropriate spaces or objects designed for other purposes (Leary 161). This feature will be 
discussed later by contrasting the innocent appropriation of household objects used by 
characters in creating their home-away-from-home (for example, Amy’s Place by Stafford 
1980), to the construction of a space of domicile and territorial appropriation within a city 
setting (for example, Way Home by Libby Hathorn & Greg Rogers 1994; Space Travellers by 
Margaret Wild & Greg Rogers 1992). These latter examples offer alternative spaces to the 
suburban backyard as places where characters can use not only their imaginations, but also 
their street-wise knowledge in order to project themselves onto the urban space and to 
reinstate identity, self-esteem, self-efficacy, and ownership. 
 
A further problem of categorizing children and youth as other than adult is the implication of 
a sameness. While categories serve as convenient groupings, they often mask the diversity 
that exists within the group. This generalizing strategy is one which emerges in picture books 
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where the trend is to depict children and their families from a predominantly middle-
Australia. This point is addressed by Bradford, who comments, “most Australian picture 
books are written from within the subjectivity of mainstream culture, so that Australian 
children from non-English-speaking groups are not offered representations of their own 
cultural realities” (113).  
 
In the following discussion of selected picture books, the reader is witness to a range of 
different childhood spaces that are essentially private places. The illustrators of these books 
take the (adult) reader/viewer into this private domain of childhood, thus opening out a space 
for a voyeuristic gaze. Though the illustrations are only representations of secret spaces and 
not photographic records of real places, they nevertheless connote a privacy and intimacy for 
their fictional inhabitants. Rarely in the examples selected is the gaze returned as the 
characters are usually depicted as being self-absorbed. This silent witness stance that the 
viewer is afforded has for the adult reader a suggestion of illicit access to a private world that 
we once knew but which has long passed. For the child reader, the viewer status is more that 
of a sympathetic partner, one who already has a privileged knowledge and current experience 
of (or desire for) the subject. The viewer position (either voyeuristic or sympathetic) is 
further enhanced by the privileged viewpoints that as viewers we are compelled to adopt by 
virtue of artistic perspective and composition. This is also part of the process of reading 
picture books, a game between reader–writer–illustrator whereby there is a consensual, tacit 
agreement to negotiate the boundaries of fantasy through creative interpretation and with a 
desire to know more than is ever offered. 
 
Negotiating the boundaries of fantasy, creativity, and desire 
 
Human beings, like animals, define territorial boundaries through their interactions with and 
marking of the natural world. Whereas the physical limits of a bounded space may be visible, 
the creative potential to repeatedly rewrite or remake that space in terms of imaginative play 
is limitless. While not all of children’s play spaces are “secret” they nevertheless embody a 
secrecy in terms of the meanings and imaginative interpretations children bring to them. 
Furthermore, not all secret spaces are necessarily “play” spaces as their purpose may be born 
out of a more serious necessity. There is undoubtedly a feeling of sovereignty that comes 
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with being both creator and controller of a particular domain.  
 
Children mark and shape their play space physically with objects forming borders, walls, 
fences, and entrances (Wise 297). These objects act as signifiers of order, organization, and 
possession. In Amy’s Place (Stafford 1980), young Amy makes a sign that indicates 
ownership of the newly-completed treehouse located in her backyard. The self-affirming 
sign, which reads “Amy’s Place’, is displayed at the entrance to her treehouse. Entrance to a 
different kind of secret space is conveyed in Way Home (Hathorn & Rogers 1994). In this 
picture book, a homeless youth named Shane makes his way through darkened city streets, 
finally arriving “home” – an abandoned chasm-like space, the entrance of which is littered 
with cartons, old car tires, and other used objects. The uninviting portal to Shane’s home is 
through an opening in a chainmesh barrier. The size of the hole and its narrow and cramped 
interior make it an ideal “secret” refuge and one that is presumably safe from larger, 
threatening bodies. By contrast, Robert Ingpen’s The Afternoon Treehouse (1996) enticingly 
invites the viewer, along with the unnamed narrator, to climb a rope ladder that hangs down 
from a treehouse hidden high in a very large tree located in a park (see Figure 1). Again the 
entrance is only big enough for a child to crawl through, allowing privileged access. Whereas 
the open structure and bright colors of Amy’s Place appear to offer no secrets in terms of the 
interior of the treehouse, the blackness of the entrances in Way Home and The Afternoon 
Treehouse signals secrecy and surprise.   
 
While the objects forming the outer perimeters and entrances to a secret space serve a 
purpose in terms of staking a claim or providing a hidden asylum, they are static and in 
themselves do not reflect the intensity and vibrancy of the space within. It is when children 
inhabit their “secret” spaces that the physical place is transformed into a dynamic, socially-
interactive space filled with sounds and movement: a personalized domain with its own 
signature rhythms and temporal dimensions. The significance of sounds and actions in the 
construction of space is aligned with the ways orality and bodily communication construct 
identity (see Wise 302).  
 
The sterile exterior of Amy’s treehouse is transformed when she and her “best friend Anne” 
and assorted toy bears and dolls have afternoon tea on its verandah. This social setting, with 
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its arrangement of household items and tea-serving protocols, mimics the social interactions 
of the adult world. In this sense, the treehouse is a signified space that both represents and 
misrepresents the adult world in miniature. Nevertheless, it provides Amy with the 
opportunity to exhibit her knowledge of the world and its adult rituals, thus enabling her to 
become an independent operator in a space which is of her own design and making, albeit in 
an imaginative sense.  
 
A House for Wombats (Burrell & Dugan 1985) is a story that centers ostensibly on Kate’s 
desire to build a house for wombats1 “in her favorite climbing tree in the corner of the 
garden.” The treehouse, during all phases of its construction, is a space of action and implied 
communication (between the wombat homemaker-builders) and radiates a sense of interior 
and exterior vibrancy. There is a double play operating in this text between reality and 
fantasy, words and images, as the narrative communicates Kate’s efforts in carrying out this 
task on her own, while the illustrations show a family of wombats actively involved in the 
treehouse’s construction and enjoying the domestic life it offers on completion. In one scene, 
the text states: “Kate carried several loads of treehouse building equipment from the shed to 
the foot of her tree,” yet the illustration shows a sleeping Kate at the foot of her tree and a 
band of laboring wombats pulling, carrying, transporting, and organizing the equipment. The 
wombats’ home in the treehouse and their domestic habits imitate the human world as they 
are shown as a loving (human) family eating meals at a table, cuddling together, and 
generally enjoying each other’s company. The illustrations of the anthropomorphized 
wombats’ life invite the viewer into their world, a world which, in its simulated humanized 
representation, is familiar. The disruption to this double-edged fantasy (in the sense that 
knowledge of wombats as creatures who live underground reveals the implausibility of 
Kate’s project) is made on the penultimate double page when Kate shows her completed 
treehouse to her father. While previously the reader had suspended disbelief by accepting 
(within the frame of the fantasy) the veracity of the illustrations with their depiction of an 
elaborately-styled treehouse (see Figure 2), complete with viewing tower, glazing, and spiral 
staircase, the shock reality of Kate’s efforts (see Figure 3), with its assemblage of items 
placed in a seemingly haphazard and unsophisticated arrangement, explicitly contrasts the 
superior talents of the adult builder with the amateurish efforts of the child builder. It also 
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highlights an adult’s interpretation of the grandeur of a child’s imagination over the 
ordinariness of pragmatic reality. This point of the power of imagination and its secrets is 
conveyed in the final illustration which shows a relaxed wombat lying back on a soft cushion, 
sipping tea through a straw, totally at home in Kate’s “real” treehouse. Thus, this final image 
puts reality on hold, forcing the reader to accept its imaginary proposition. 
 
Another way in which children mark their space is through the selection, placement and use 
of objects or artifacts. The arrangement and variety of these artifacts suggest a bricolage of 
used items drawn from various times and places. What is perhaps overlooked, at least from 
an adult perspective, is the aesthetic that so often characterizes children’s secret/play spaces. 
What the adult may dismiss as “trash’, the child may value as “treasure’. Often the object’s 
colors, shape, textures, even its olfactory properties may be the qualities that appeal to the 
child and were the reasons for it being selected in the first place. Shane’s collection of 
artifacts (crockery, posters, kerosene lantern) and their arrangement within his hideout in 
Way Home is in some ways similar to Amy’s tea party and Kate’s imagined treehouse for 
wombats in that all three instances express a sense of home through their re-creation of a 
domestic setting and the resonances of  “home” provided by the artifacts. What may at first 
seem like disarray and chaotic display (especially in Kate’s real treehouse and Shane’s home) 
is on second looking an exhibit of order and arrangement that serves a utilitarian purpose, but 
also conveys a particular kind of personal aesthetic. While each of the characters attempts to 
separate from their originating home, their fashioned domestic space recreates a similar space 
or home with a familiar (or desired) sense of light, comfort, organization, and aesthetic. 
Similarly, all three characters see their special place as a social space for sharing with others, 
both real and imagined – Amy with and her friend, Kate with her imagined wombats, and 
Shane with the kitten he finds and brings home.  
 
The Afternoon Treehouse (Ingpen 1996) also contains artifacts within. In contrast to the 
previous books, here there is a discernible order and control as the displayed objects are 
similar to museum exhibits. The arrangements are made with such precision that the viewer 
cannot help but be impressed by the meticulous layout of contrasting shapes, textures, colors, 
and line. The aesthetic impact is indeed arresting. A wooden table in the sparsely furnished 
                                                                                                                                                                                    
1  A wombat is a burrowing marsupial native to southern Australia. 
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treehouse is a display space exhibiting a range “of bundles of short sticks, each tied with 
ribbon and labeled with a tiny white tag” (see Figure 4). We are told that these sticks have a 
special meaning and were similar to those used by “Indians” for measuring the passing of 
time. The precision of the objects’ arrangement does not invite touching, only seeing, as 
touch would disrupt the aesthetic of the display. While children can be fastidious and capable 
of concentrated focus, the formality of design, layout and nature of the objects are indicative 
of an adult’s attention to detail and form, not a child’s, a point which is noticed by the 
narrator: “I felt fairly sure that the owner was old, or perhaps the collection had been handed 
on, to be looked after by a new and younger owner.” The collage effect achieved in the 
layering of items found on the interior walls of the treehouse – cuttings from books each with 
a different font, posters, illustrations, screen print designs on cloth, a fob watch, a dried rose, 
pieces of bone fastened with wire – is in itself a work of art (and a self-reflexive and ironic 
statement given the genre). Whereas the objects from Amy’s Place and A House for Wombats 
are ephemera arranged in an apparently unselfconscious display, the exhibits in The 
Afternoon Treehouse suggest a fastidiousness of construction, as well as a permanency and a 
diachrony whereby the objects appear to anchor time, bringing the past into the present. The 
aesthetic value of Ingpen’s treehouse is inherent in both the interior and exterior spectacle it 
offers. It is also an aesthetic that is constructed by the viewer, perhaps an adult viewer, who 
perceives a certain value and beauty. 
 
Another use of objects is as props. A prop is a significant part of children’s symbolic and 
imaginative play. Writers and illustrators have long utilized the idea of an artifact endowed 
with magical properties in stories. While props are not essential to children’s imaginative 
play, “they serve additional functions in the service of imagination and creative thought” 
(Scheffler 53). Furthermore, Scheffler contends that props “provide stable sources for fantasy, 
which is otherwise fleeting, transient, and sporadic” (53). For example, a child can return 
again and again to a broomstick as her reliable “horse” whenever the desire arises. By re-
using and re-imagining the objects of imaginative play, children are creating new layers of 
meaning and interpretation. In a similar way, illustrators of picture books rework utilitarian 
objects and display them in a different way inviting the viewer to see the mundane with new 
eyes, thus opening out the imagination of the reader to new creative possibilities.  
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Drac and the Gremlin is a double-layered narrative with the text forming a science-fiction 
adventure tale and the illustrations showing two children playing out this fantasy in their 
idyllic backyard. The setting of a lush suburban backyard gives the impression of wilderness 
which is a fitting context given the exotic tale the children create and enact. An abundance of 
ferns, leafy trees, and various other tropical plants suggests untamed, unmapped primal 
chaos. However, the space has been aesthetically processed and arranged by artistic vision of 
both the implied landscaper and the illustrator. The children’s uncivilized play is juxtaposed 
against this civilizing garden space. As Drac the Warrior Queen of Tirnol Two attempts to 
capture the Gremlin of the Groaning Grotto she pursues her enemy through “quivering 
jungles, across the bubbling seas, and back through the dark and poisonous fumes of the 
black volcano.” Such sublime features of an exotic landscape transform the familiarity of the 
leafy back garden with its mundane garden sprinkler and smoking incinerator. Even the 
family pets are given new identities with General Min (the cat) and the Terrible Tongued 
Dragon (the dog) becoming unwitting characters in the children’s imaginative play.  A car 
tire swing, an Anti-Gravity Solar-Powered Planet Hopper, enables the now reconciled and 
united protagonists to “sweep through the clouds,” and the Gremlin’s Supersonic Jetbike 
(tricycle) provides a speedy means of transportation in their quest to rid the Mountain of the 
Terrible Tongued Dragon. By making the familiar strange through creative appropriation and 
linguistic inventiveness, Tanner and Baillie provide a visual and verbal narrative of 
imaginative adventure within an aesthetically colonized and transformed domestic space. The 
two children also transform household items into costume and props – a garbage bag 
becomes a cloak and the lid of a garbage bin serves as a shield.  
 
The picture books discussed in this section demonstrate the way narrative and illustration are 
able to transform static places into spaces of dramatic play and social or independent activity 
with a tree, a back garden, or a city site playing a mediating role in the social drama or 
tableau that unfolds before the reader. In all cases, these mediating elements also function as 
boundaries to be crossed allowing passage from an adult-dominated world to one that the 
child has colonized both physically and imaginatively. The child’s embodied presence fills 
the space with various symbolic, emotional and pragmatic meanings and orders. In terms of 
physical and imaginative access, children largely control the ingress to and egress from these 
spaces, wielding a power not typical of the usual order of events in daily life.  
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In a Lacanian sense, the illustrations of the children’s secret spaces stir the reader’s desire to 
discover more than is overtly offered. In looking at the exterior frames of a treehouse or the 
revealed section of a city den, the viewer is compelled to wonder what is inside, what is 
hidden from view. It is this probing of the architectural space to see what cannot be seen that 
is the mark of the viewer’s desire. In this sense, the viewer gives the illustration “a fictional 
depth” (Butler 34) and an imaginative interpretation that go beyond that which is represented 
in either the words or the artwork.  
 
Inside and outside, self and other: marking absence and presence 
 
As the previous discussion has noted, when children construct or locate a secret space they 
attempt to inscribe it with their own personal aesthetic and identity. Their acts of 
territorialization in turn are attempts to re-create a sense of “home’. Wise suggests that “the 
process of homemaking is a cultural one” (299). Some of the examples discussed to this point 
reflect a particular Australian landscape through an artistically-encoded, domestic vernacular 
– spacious backyards, identifiable Australian flora such as the gum tree in A House for 
Wombats and the tropical rainforest in Drac and the Gremlin, the accentuation of bright 
natural light and expanse of sky, and the inclusion of native Australian animals (wombats). 
However, others, such as Way Home, Space Travellers, and The Afternoon Treehouse, do not 
necessarily depict a particularly Australian setting or embody a specifically Australian 
cultural aesthetic. The treehouse or other secret space is both a signifier and a signified, a 
physical (‘real’) place and its simulacrum, offering both familiarity and foreignness in its 
visual and metonymic references to location, human activity, and lifestyle. It is the ability of 
art to induce a way of seeing and believing that is part of the spatial character of 
representation and one which, in Derridean terms, marks absence (see Derrida 129-160). 
Stephens, too, notes how presence marks absence in his observation of landscape art in 
Australian picture books: “landscape is always constructed, always a facsimile or version of 
something which, paradoxically, we believe exists because of the very marks on the page 
which signify its absence” (1994b, 71). It is to this kind of preoccupation with absence and 
presence that the discussion now turns. In terms of children’s secret spaces, the notion of a 
signified absence suggests that something or someone is missing. In a similar sense, absence 
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also opens up a mental space for imagining what is missing, as well as for imagining an 
alternative to the kind of presence that exists at that moment. 
 
Children appear to have the ability to imagine a space and spatial relations that are not 
constrained by physical limits and “commonsense” – such “flights of fancy” provide a mental 
space for action and interaction. In another picture book by Robert Ingpen, The Dreamkeeper 
(1995), the narrator of the epistolary text explains to the addressee, a girl named Alice, that 
the Dreamkeeper is never “far away when your mind is somewhere between what is really 
happening and what you imagine might happen.” This space between reality and fantasy lies 
beyond the portal or threshold, both inside and outside. Such an imagined space offers 
differing emotional responses, as well as hope, expectation, and inevitable comparison. 
Therefore, the view offered by either looking in or looking out acquires significance as a 
result of both intrinsic and extrinsic elements.  
 
The motif of the framed view, such as a window, an open doorway, or a gap in a wall, 
establishes the outer boundaries of the viewer, defines the limits of the physical place, and 
acts as an inducement to free the imagination to explore beyond these physical limits. The 
framed view replaces another that is represented by virtue of the picture book frame. The 
simulacrum substitutes for the real, while both the framed view and the framed illustration 
make us aware of the “inside” and “outside” of our viewing position and of the separate(d) 
worlds which are represented. The represented space (both internal and external) is also 
signified in terms of its relation to the human figures or objects that occupy it. In Space 
Travellers, an impressive rocket ship sculpture in a city park is the space for both flights of 
fancy and lived experience. Rogers offers both the view inside and the view outside the 
rocket ship space, as the skeletal steel frame of the rocket allows ample viewing (for looking 
in and looking out) through its vertical bars. For a “homeless” mother and her son, the rocket 
is a night-time refuge, a place where they can eat, sleep and imagine: “In the distance, dogs 
bark and sirens scream, but Zac is sure he can feel the rocket zooming through the clouds, 
past the moon, up towards the stars.” The rocket stands as silent sentinel rising up against the 
backdrop of the city and the night sky (see Figure 5). The park represents a sanctuary from 
the rampant urbanization that has taken up the bulk of the landscape that stretches beyond the 
eye of the viewer (both real and imagined). The city with its conglomeration of vague, 
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generalized architectural forms is pushed into a middle distance by the stretch of grassy 
parkland. However, the city does not appear dangerous or malevolent. The bright, light colors 
of day and the rich, slumber colors of night assimilate the urban space to an idealized and 
generalized cityspace, rather than a recognizable Australian city. 
 
The city in Space Travellers appears to be very different from the one represented in Way 
Home (Hathorn & Rogers 1994). However, both represented cities convey inherent 
hierarchies of power and cultural capital that are reinforced symbolically in the vertical 
disposition of the high-rise buildings and in the contrasting images of affluence and poverty.  
In Way Home, as Shane moves through the dark and dangerous streets his subordinated 
position in terms of size and value is reinforced by his relationship to the scope and height of 
the buildings that frame his passage. He, like the kitten he rescues, is reduced to little more 
than a minor element, with the city as the main subject. Only occasionally is the boy shown 
in close-up with the city pushed into the background. While the dramatic chiaroscuro of the 
city scenes gives at times a Gothic presence, the splashes and patches of artificial light break 
through the darkness, illuminating and vivifying, providing both Shane and the reader with a 
view of interior spaces and encouraging imaginative projection and speculation. For example, 
an illuminated car display room provides a space for a momentary pause and wishful 
imagining for Shane who reconciles his fantasy with playful pragmatism: “Hey, just take a 
look. Vroom. Vroom. You and me in a Jag. Vroom vroom. Huh, but they’ve only got red ... 
and we want green’.  
 
Way Home conveys absence and presence in numerous ways. Often there is an impression of 
a threatening presence, but this is conveyed in subtle, intangible ways. For example, the text 
in the opening page states: “A dog barks,” but it is only the shadow of the animal that appears 
on the page. When Shane arrives home, the absence of family and a comfortable domestic 
environment are dramatically conveyed by emptying the space of adult occupants and in the 
visible lack of material possessions. In an inverted way, the family’s presence in Space 
Travellers, depicted by the closely-held bodies of mother and son in the enclosed space of the 
rocket, symbolically and emotionally marks an absence of a “real” home and the transitory 
and inadequate nature of its simulacrum. 
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The mark of absence of persons once present is a particular feature of The Afternoon 
Treehouse. The haunted presence of the previous occupant of the treehouse is conveyed in 
the exhibits of artifacts. The artifacts are cryptic clues to a past and a history that can never 
be known, only speculated about. While the pieces of text pinned to the walls and the 
markings on the bamboo sticks are indicators of facts and recorded time, they are unable to 
reveal anything about their curator. They, nevertheless, remain as tangible evidence and 
aesthetic objects of his/her labors. The treehouse offers other reminders of absence and its 
missing former owner: a big iron crock is ostensibly a cooking pot, but as the narrator 
informs the reader – “Pots like this are found in grand, long-term treehouses world-wide. 
They contain the treasured possessions of the treehouse owners and their value is not in 
money, but in the memories and promises they hold’. This crock too contains childhood 
treasures: “a stainless steel pocket knife; a dried-out seahorse; a much-handled forked stick; a 
three-piece, carved, wooden puzzle; a matchbox containing various plant seeds; a diagram 
chart of how to tie knots; two clay heads; some glass marbles….” However, these are 
symbolic revenants of the ghostly presence of the former owner who remains forever an 
enigma, just like the narrator. 
 
The Afternoon Treehouse moves beyond a narrative account towards an instructional text of 
the do-it-yourself kind providing the reader with information and friendly advice on the 
design, construction, and safety features of a solid and well-hidden treehouse. The 
accompanying architectural sketches, with their varying viewpoints – inside/outside, 
above/below – offer both information and invitation mediating the passage from process to 
product. However, the text’s closing comment warns, “All treehouses have a lifetime.” It is in 
the transitions from childhood to adolescence to adulthood that mark the presence and 
absence of both secret spaces and their youthful inhabitants, leaving only traces of the past. 
 
Conclusion 
 
In looking at picture books depicting children’s secret spaces, the viewer is not a passive 
consumer of images, but actively constructs an aesthetic position. When the images are 
representative of a particular cultural or social environment, the viewer’s response will 
depend to some extent on his/her relationship to the environment depicted. However, to 
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suggest that only Australian readers will appreciate the significance and value of these 
picture books is to posit a colonized form of aesthetic appreciation and a celebration of 
national relativism. For some readers (both Australian and non-Australian), there will 
undoubtedly be a recognition of, and familiarity with, the subject and its artistic 
representation. For others, there will be a feeling of alienation, or perhaps a desire or a 
desirous projection. No matter where the reader is located geographically, the picture books 
undoubtedly evoke a response that is informed by both aesthetic sensitivity and imaginative 
projection. The response will also be varied according to the age of the viewer. This is not to 
suggest that there is a consensual “we” in terms of an adult or child response. To contend that 
there is such a thing as a universal (albeit age-defined) response is to argue for an absolute 
viewing/aesthetic position that dismisses the ways cultural processes shape aesthetic and 
literary response.  
 
This paper’s concern with children’s secret spaces has attempted to navigate around any 
romantic cays of childhood despite some of the books’ idealized images of children and 
children’s play. Rather, it has endeavored to steer a course that looks to the ways in which an 
aspect of children’s interaction with the world is represented through their inscriptions on 
landscapes that are either culturally specified or geographically generalized. While the adult 
creators of these books and adult readers may find a space for remembering their real or 
imagined childhoods, for child readers, these books may play a part in the affirmation of their 
current experiences or act as an incitation for imaginative play not yet encountered. The 
secret spaces discussed in this paper are variously miniature homes, club headquarters, 
refuges, or private gallery. What they have in common is their representation of children’s 
need for developing independence and a space for imaginative play. 
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